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celebrated annually, bur the same can
surely be said of the Holy Spirit!
Theological moorings are easily lost.

Theology helps us evaluate:
Does the work of the
Trinity figure in our liturgy?
There is a future for worship, when
there is a future for the discipline of deep
theological reflection about the nature
of the church: “The purpose of theology
and worship alike is to cultivate the
vision of who God is and what God has
done’.? At its heart, we gather weekly

in worship to celebrate our union with
God. Sadly, the most overlooked feature
of our common life is our participation
in the life of the Triune God. The most

fundamental truth in Christian
spirituality is that we are in Christ. As
members of his body, we are together
joined to the head. Incorporation into
Christ describes who we are, and
profoundly shapes what we do. We can
pray at home, download sermons on the
move, or sing songs of praise in the car.
What we cannot do alone is experience
the unity of our diversicy when we pray,
listen or sing. I have recently heard it
said on a number of occasions that
church doesn’t seem to have a point any
more when downloaded sermons are of

30 THEOLOGY AND THE FUTURE OF THE BIBLE

a higher quality than my local pastor
can provide. In this, the most basic lesson
bas gone missing: church, even its
preaching, is not about mze, but about us
with God. Celebrating meeting together
in the name of the Lord Jesus, by the
power of the Spirit, and for the glory of
the Father, has communion with God
as its deep foundational truch. Finishing
a service with the words of the grace,
whether we have celebrated the Lord’s
Supper or not, reflects and anchors this
fundamental liturgical insight.

Oneness underscores the practice of
praying the Lord’s Prayer (‘Our Father’)
or reciting the Creed (We believe’).
Hearing corporate prayer or praise
articulated in unison speaks to me of
discipline, organisation and strength.

PHOTO | ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

The added advantage of praise supported
by music is that not only can we lift our
voices as one, but through harmonies
and the contribution of a selection of
instruments, we reinforce our oneness
despite our variety (Ps 150). Jonathan
Edwards (1703-1758), during the Firsc
Grear Awakening, became a musical
innovator by allowing the singing of
hymns by Isaac Warts in Sunday services
alongside metrical psalms. He recognised
that poorly executed psalmody was
derrimental to the experience of oneness,
whereas excellendy executed hymnody

contributed movingly to the experience
of unity which he prayed that the Spirit
would bring,. Ler this be a warning to
churches where the tempo of hymn-
singing today is a war between organist
and congregation, or to contemporary
worship leaders, who choose songs that are
easily performed as solos but are ill-suited
to congregational singing, or who put
bands together which contain no melody
instruments to guide our voices. Music is
deeply woven into postmodern culture,
as it gives us an aesthetic connection to
transcendence, but more the pity when
we fail to recognise the value not just of
the words we sing, but of the theological
function which corporate praise
contributes to our experience of unity.

Neither, when we are by ourselves,
can we participate in baptism or the
Lord’s Supper. These are essentially
corporate events. Physically, it takes one
person to perform and another to receive.
But beyond the basic mechanics, their
meaning is fundamentally communal.
Through the waters of baptism, we
identify wich the death and resurrection
of Christ, and own our union with him
(Rom 6), and with other members of
the body. We enter the church. Through
the bread and wine, we declare our
allegiance to Christ, yer more significantly
we receive reassurance of the truth of
our union with him by raking into our
body in physical ways food and drink.
In the language of Paul, we participate,
or fellowship with God and not with
demons (1 Cor 10:14-22). Such is the
seriousness of the encounter, that we
have to pay special attention to the
believers around us before we eat and
drink (1 Cor 11:17-34).

Many Chiistians have become much
too squeamish about the great gift that
the sacraments are to those who believe.
The Spirit subjectively testifies to
assurance within, but God has been
super-generous in granting external and
objective assurances of union with him
as well, namely ministers and sacraments.
Of course, it is important to provide
welcome to non-Christians in church
services. In the end, however, church is

FHOTO | THINKSTOCK.COM.AU

for Christians, and baptism and the
Lord’s Supper, the two ordinances
commanded by the Lord Jesus himself,
ought not to be neglected, or framed
merely as opportunities to spend some
time thinking about Christ’s death.
They are moments to celebrate union
with our living head. Of all the things
we do in worship, these two most
powerfully demonstrate one essential
theological rationale for our worship:
Just as we are one body...

Furthermore, Christian oneness comes
as a result of the Trinity’s initiatives of
friendship, when God extends his hand
of fellowship to the world and offers

access to his promises, presence and

purpose. The objective promises of God to
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the church highlight his covenant with
us, that he wants to be our God, as we

gather at his behest and in his name. We
hear the Scriptures read and the sermon
preached, or participate in the sacraments,
as signs that God is making to us an

offer, which is real and generous and free.

The model of formal liturgy inberited from the sixteent

THEOLOGY AND THE FUTURE 31

part of a variegated worldwide movement,
bringing concerns about the community
or our work into church and being sent
out to engage with the world as we find
it, teach that the church is the pilot project
for the world to come (Eph 1:22-23),
and a precious gift to the world even
now. We are distinct from the world, yet
delegated to build a bridge. The Christian
church and its worship ‘can transmit a
vision of reality which helps decisively in
the interpretation of life and the world’,*
and provides insights for believers into
the divine mission. We may use set
forms, at least from time to time, but
the dynamism of God’s work in the
world must not thereby be lost. Perhaps
today we are rediscovering not just

the great riches that worship services
embody, bur the multifaceted glories of
the church itself, in which Christ is 1o
be found (Eph 3:21). Our worship
points us to the meaning of the church.

The future of worship: More
erosion than pick-axes

‘While many Christians in Australia
debate the nature of weekly worship and
how to create services of theological
integrity and missiological openness, the
fact that any kind of church expects

century valorises gradual nurture, patient growth and
deep connections with Christians from ages past.

We believe as well that the promise of
God secures the presence of God as he
comes to dwell with us, and does all thar
is needed to make thar closeness possible
for sinners in the face of his holiness,
through the atoning death of Christ and
the regenerating power of the Spirit.
Confession of sin is vital, experiential
faith is valid, and growth in holiness is to

regular atrendance at worship suggests a
significant licurgical bias, namely lifelong
learning. The model of formal liturgy
inherited from the sixteenth century
valorises gradual nurrure, patient growth,
and deep connecrions with Christians
from ages past. Calvin expected a service
to begin with the Ten Commandments
and end with the Lord’s Supper to

. s . X, .
be cultivated, when Christians continuéi.; dgmonstrate how God progressively

to meet and to spur each other on to
love and good deeds.

‘We must finally ensure thar our
regular gatherings give due prominence

to the purposes of God. A sense of being

works in history to move from the old
covenant to the new. Puritan worship
involved many lay people, sometimes
several ministers, and did not expect
that preaching would be at the expense
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